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To E X P L O R E a l o n g p o e m i n depth is perhaps an u n d e r t a k i n g w h i c h m a n y o f us w o u l d l ike to pursue i f w e h a d the k n o w l e d g e and a l l the imaginat ive sympathy necessary 
for such a task. I n this s t u d y 1 M r Jonathan W o r d s w o r t h , by 
t rac ing i n detai l the o r i g i n s , the h i s tory , the viciss itudes (to use 
a w o r d that W o r d s w o r t h favoured) a n d the poet ic qual i ty o f 
W o r d s w o r t h ' s first l o n g b l a n k verse p o e m , v i v i d l y i l luminates 
the t h i n k i n g , a n d s t i l l m o r e the feel ing, o f W i l l i a m W o r d s w o r t h 
between the ages o f 27 and 30. H i s poetry passed i n the course o f 
one year (1796-7) f r o m the sensational ism a n d g l o o m o f The 
Borderers, t h r o u g h the s t i l l g l o o m y but less sensational Lines left 
upon the Seat of a Yew-Tree, to The Ruined Cottage — the ' S tory o f 
M a r g a r e t ' , w h i c h is not g l o o m y at a l l , but sad w i t h a tender a n d 
almost silent sadness — and its c u r i o u s l y different sequel or 
second part, w h i c h the W o r d s w o r t h s always cal led The Tediar, 
a l t h o u g h n o M S . gives i t that t i t le . 
The Ruined Cottage has never before been p r i n t e d i n f u l l f r o m the 
M S . w h i c h M r W o r d s w o r t h uses, t h o u g h a s imi lar , s l ight ly earlier 
text was p r i n t e d by H e l e n D a r b i s h i r e i n an A p p e n d i x to her 
e d i t i o n o f The Excursion i n 1949. T h e present text, fa i r -copied by 
D o r o t h y i n 1799 or perhaps early 1800, is g i v e n because, says 
M r W o r d s w o r t h , i t is ' the best balanced and most coherent 
s u r v i v i n g v e r s i o n ' . T h i s is the v e r s i o n o f w h i c h a g o o d deal was 
read to C o l e r i d g e o n his a r r iva l at R a c e d o w n i n June 1797, and a 
g o o d deal m o r e to L a m b a m o n t h later at S towey . It was c o m -
pleted i n the f o l l o w i n g J a n u a r y / M a r c h 1798, at A l f o x d e n , a n d 
the sequel The Pedlar was w r i t t e n then also. B u t between The 
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Ruined Cottage a n d The Pedlar W o r d s w o r t h had entered an entirely 
different poet ic m o o d — the m o o d i n w h i c h his o w n responses 
to N a t u r e , and part icu lar ly the memories o f his c h i l d h o o d 
experiences became a l l - important to h i m , and he began to use 
t h e m as mater ia l for his poetry . The Pedlar is thus a p o e m utter ly 
different i n spir i t f r o m The Ruined Cottage; it is fu l l o f joy and 
ecstacy, w h i l e the Cottage is a study o f s o r r o w . The Pedlar i s , i n 
effect, an early ve r s ion o f the first b o o k s o f The Prelude, a n d i t is 
not therefore surpr i s ing that W o r d s w o r t h later transferred w h o l e 
passages to that p o e m . M r W o r d s w o r t h shows h o w the influence 
o f Co le r idge at this p o i n t helped W o r d s w o r t h to explore his o w n 
spir i tua l experience, a l t h o u g h , h a v i n g once '[seen] O n e L i f e and 
felt that i t was J o y ' , he d i d not need, as C o l e r i d g e d i d , to p h i l o s o -
phize about i t . 
The Ruined Cottage, read" w i t h M r W o r d s w o r t h ' s wise expert 
guidance, is seen to be a great and tender p o e m i n its o w n r i g h t — 
we are too apt to t h i n k o f i t as The Excursion, B o o k I. Perhaps the 
most interest ing and m o v i n g part o f his study is the sect ion cal led 
' S y m b o l s and Re la t ionsh ips ' , i n w h i c h he shows h o w Margare t ' s 
gradual deter iorat ion t h r o u g h s o r r o w and d i sappointment is 
beauti ful ly a n d subtly s y m b o l i z e d by the s l o w decay o f her 
cottage a n d her garden. These are described by the Pedlar i n each 
account he gives the narrator o f his five successive v is i ts to the 
spot, u n t i l the last one, after Margaret ' s death, calls f o r t h the 
w o n d e r f u l c o n c l u s i o n , i n w h i c h the beauty o f the silent, derel ict 
place makes ' r u i n a n d change ' appear 'an id le dream that c o u l d 
not l i v e I W h e r e medi ta t ion was ' , and he, t u r n i n g away, ' w a l k e d 
a l o n g [his] r o a d i n happiness ' . I n its o w n i d i o m , M r W o r d s w o r t h 
t h i n k s , The Ruined Cottage is perhaps as great as are The Prelude 
and the Ode i n theirs. A n d it harmonizes perfectly w i t h the other 
poetry o f that a m a z i n g spr ing o f 1798, w h i c h M r W o r d s w o r t h 
characterizes as 'a tota l v i s i o n o f l o v e ' . The Idiot Boy, The Ruined 
Cottage, We are Seven, The East of the Flock, are a l l poems whose 
concern is h u m a n l o v e — o f mother for c h i l d , wife for h u s b a n d , 
sister for brother , shepherd for sheep. It is a p i t y that W o r d s w o r t h 
d i d n o t leave The Ruined Cottage a lone, as he left his shorter poems. 
It is a story o f sadness quite untempered , as M r W o r d s w o r t h 
shows, b y any re l ig ious hope . T h e hope is there, but i t is a h u m a n 
o n e ; the hope o f her husband's re turn . B u t i n the first b o o k o f 
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The Exctlrsion we find an entirely different slant gIven to
Margaret's sorrow. She is there
One
Who, in her worst distress, had ofttimes felt
The unbounded might of prayer.
Wordsworth made that emendation only in 1845. But long
before that - as early as the spring of 1802 - he had begun to
spoil the original simplicity and restraint of the poem by intro-
ducing elaborations and explanations. There were times when
Wordsworth suffered from an excessive desire to make his
meaning clearer at the expense both of his finer feelings and of his
poetic ear.
Landscape and Unseen Rider
Where a cartwheel props a listing gate
I pause to listen, but little moves.
Am I the only expectant watcher?
By coppice backing chock-a-block cottages
fretful shadows are tethered in clumps.
Inopportune thoughts engage my gaze
like straw caught in grinning sprockets.
Not a lot of smoking chimney-pots.
The clock spire topping a corner shop
seems forgotten, or never looked at.
What's to occupy a sleepy populace?
No exotic rider appears. Copybook
sheep keep cropping clover. Cocked ears
detect inconstant echoes. I ought
to get back, but pick up and pocket
a worn chunk of mock luck as I walk on.
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